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THE ETHICAL TEACHING OF THE OLD 
TESTAMENT. 11/ 



By Professor Geo. R. Berry, Ph.D., 
Hamilton Theological Seminary, Hamilton, N. Y. 



In the previous paper mention has been made of some of the 
most prominent characteristics of the ethical teaching of the Old 
Testament, which do, in fact, show a very high standard. Yet a 
few things which have been stated, and more which are yet to be 
mentioned, show a lower standard, and seem to need some 
explanation or defense. In many of these it is a comparison 
with the New Testament standard which appears to indicate 
that the Old Testament is defective. An attempt will now be 
made to classify these cases, and to explain and justify them 
by the consideration of general principles. 

It has already been mentioned that the Old Testament often 
shows a national limitation with reference to specific duties. In 
the New Testament, on the other hand, duties are usually to 
mankind generally. This can hardly be called a defect in the 
Old Testament, however ; it is simply a necessary result of God's 
choice of Israel for a special work. Inasmuch as the purposes 
of God were for the time to be accomplished primarily through 
this nation, it was natural and necessary that temporarily the 
scope of ethics should partly be limited to the nation. The 
great prominence of the national over the individual ideal of 
ethics is to be explained in the same way, as being necessary in 
order to the accomplishment of the purposes of the national 
choice. 

A few prominent points may be mentioned in which a com- 
parison with the New Testament shows the superiority of its 
ethical teaching to that of the Old Testament. Thus the teach- 
ing of the Old Testament is largely negative, that of the New 
Testament is positive ; the New Testament teaching is largely in 

4 Concluded from the Biblical World for February, 1903, pp. 108-14. 
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the form of general principles, that of the Old Testament is much 
more in specific rules ; the Old Testament teaching is largely 
formal, the New Testament teaching is spiritual; in the Old 
Testament the command regards the external, in the New Testa- 
ment regard is had to the internal ; the New Testament empha- 
sizes altruism much more strongly than the Old Testament, 
setting up as the standard the self-sacrificing love of Christ. 

In all these points there is a real difference, although there 
is much danger that the contrast may be made more pro- 
nounced than the facts will warrant. It is true that the Old 
Testament does largely condemn wrong-doing, the New Testa- 
ment commends right-doing. Yet the Old Testament also has 
much to say of the right life, and the New Testament contains 
denunciations of sin as severe as any in the Old Testament. 
The Old Testament is by no means wanting in general princi- 
ples, the New Testament contains many specific rules. The 
New Testament contains but very little that is formal, to be sure, 
and the Old Testament contains very much. Yet the Old 
Testament often insists that the external act has no value in 
itself, but is designed to be the expression of the inner life. 
Manifestly this is the real purpose in the whole system of sacri- 
fices and ceremonial observances, that they should be the expres- 
sion of an inner reality. The Ten Commandments, as well as 
other commandments of the Old Testament, speak for the most 
part of external acts of sin, yet here should be remembered the 
tenth commandment, "Thou shalt not covet," which has express 
reference only to the inner life. In the latter part of the Old 
Testament the prophets and wise men emphasize very strongly 
the inner life. In the New Testament, no less than in the Old 
Testament, the command regards the external, it comes from 
God, yet in the New Testament it is obeyed not as such but as 
the prompting of a changed life. Undoubtedly in the Old 
Testament the commands were largely regarded simply as 
imposed from without, while the desire of the heart was opposed 
to them ; this resulted in a failure of the Old Testament to pro- 
duce morality, which is often emphasized in the New Testa- 
ment. Yet the Old Testament is not without recognition of the 
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inward prompting of the heart in the line of the commands, as 
in Ps. 1 : 2, where the godly man is described as one whose 
"delight is in the law of Jehovah." Jeremiah gives the New 
Testament doctrine in a prophecy, which is also a teaching, when 
he introduces Jehovah as saying with reference to the new 
covenant, in Jer. 31:33: "I will put my law in their inward 
parts, and in their hearts will I write it." The difference 
between the Old Testament and the New is not very great with 
reference to altruism ; the Old Testament, as already remarked, 
teaches altruism, but not as emphatically or with as high a 
standard as the New Testament. In all these points the teach- 
ing of the Old Testament is not low; a comparison with contem- 
porary religions would show a marked advantage on the side of 
the Old Testament with reference to all of them. But the New 
Testament standard is higher. What can be said in reference to 
this? 

Various explanations of the facts have been given by those 
who believe in the Old Testament as a revelation from God. 
Some would say that the lower ethical standard of the Old 
Testament is to be explained as due to accommodation on the 
part of God, which was made necessary by the low condition of 
the people. For this is cited the language of Christ in reference 
to the matter of divorce, that it was on account of "the hard- 
ness of your hearts." The matter of divorce presents a problem 
similar to that under discussion, although not precisely the 
same, as will be seen. Others would speak of the process as 
pedagogic, the method followed being adopted as the one 
which would secure the best results in teaching the nation. 
Dillmann 5 speaks of it as a necessity in order to bring ethics into 
relation with the historical development of the people. Dill- 
mann, however, has reference chiefly to other facts than those 
now under consideration, although presenting similar problems. 

All these explanations may be accepted as true, approaching 
the matter from different sides, and each emphasizing one side of 
the truth. A statement perhaps more comprehensive would be 
somewhat as follows : The lower standard is a necessary result 

s Handbuch der alltestamenllichen Theologie, p. 51. 
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of God's usual method of working, which is, in the common 
phrase, by evolution rather than revolution, although in this 
connection the word "development" is better than evolution. 
As applied to revelation, ethical as well as religious, this method 
means that the revelation is in general progressive, being adapted 
primarily to the needs and circumstances of the nation at the 
particular time when it was given. This is not, however, merely 
a natural, godless development, it is simply God's usual method 
of working. When at any time a specially marked advance in 
the development of revelation is needed, it is given. A given 
truth, then, is usually unfolded gradually, as it can be under- 
stood. The ethical teaching, therefore, may be called low or 
imperfect when compared with the New Testament ; but when 
considered in its own circumstances and in reference to the 
needs of the people, it must be regarded as perfect from the 
standpoint of adaptation ; it was perfectly adapted to the end to 
be reached at that time in the ethical and moral development of 
the people. It also follows from the statements already made 
that God's usual way of working, in revelation and moral 
development as well, involves the use of human instrumentality 
so far as that can be successfully employed. Hence the mes- 
sage is expressed in human form, it is put in human language, 
which is of course the language of the time, with which the 
writer or speaker and his immediate readers or hearers would be 
familiar. 

The application of the statements which have just been 
made to the particular cases cited in the comparison of the Old 
and New Testaments must be to a large extent obvious. The 
progressiveness of revelation required that to quite an extent 
the negative teaching should precede the positive, in order to 
develop the consciousness of sin and prepare the way for the 
positive development of character which would otherwise be 
impossible. A people in the earlier stages of moral develop- 
ment cannot grasp teaching which is largely in the form of 
principles ; it must be chiefly in the form of concrete and 
specific rules, which demand less effort in the application. So 
also the external act must necessarily be emphasized in dealing 
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with those who are low in the scale of moral development. The 
New Testament emphasizes the fact that the conception of the 
law as a commandment of God was necessary for the develop- 
ment of the people, especially to give a consciousness of sin and 
a sense of failure, and so to prepare for the way of salvation taught 
in the New Testament. The standard of altruism which the 
Old Testament sets up is not as high as that of the New Testa- 
ment, but is as high as could, in the nature of the case, have any 
force or meaning before Christ came. In all cases mentioned 
the light of the Old Testament is genuine light from God, not 
as bright as it becomes later, but usually as bright as the vision 
of the nation can bear at that time. 

Particular mention may also be made in this connection of 
the problem of the imprecatory psalms. These are to be 
explained by the fact that the divine message comes through 
human instrumentality. The teaching in these psalms is not of 
personal revenge ; it is rather the expression of a desire for the 
punishment of the enemies of the writers because they are sin- 
ners, and so enemies. The fundamental idea is right, that of 
God's punishment of sinners, and is often expressed. The lan- 
guage is characterized by the intense oriental and poetical style 
of the writer's own time, and if these psalms are understood as 
the men of that time would have understood them, they fitly con- 
vey the divine message. The ethical difficulty that has so often 
been felt concerning them has arisen from the feeling that they 
teach a wrong spirit ; but this difficulty has come from disregard- 
ing the fact that they are oriental and poetical. The same thing 
may be said in the case of other passages of the Old Testament 
where similar difficulties are felt : they convey the divine idea 
in the form of expression of the writer and of the men of his 
time. 

There is another class of cases of a different kind. The Old 
Testament recognizes and tolerates such acts and institutions as 
polygamy, easy divorce, slavery, and blood-revenge. These are 
commonly and correctly regarded as wrong. These institutions 
were found among practically all the nations of antiquity, and 
had been practiced by the ancestors of the Hebrew nation, so 
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that the people were familiar with them through all their 
national life. Here the question which arises is : Why were 
they not forbidden in the Old Testament ? Is not the ethical 
system of the Old Testament seriously defective because it does 
not forbid them ? 

Here also the explanation is to be found in the progressive- 
ness of revelation. These things were not forbidden because the 
time had not yet come for that ; it was not the best way of 
dealing with these acts and institutions. This involves another 
statement, which is a further application of the general prin- 
ciple already laid down concerning God's usual method of work- 
ing. In moral development, as well as in ethical teaching, God 
works gradually, and often indirectly, so that specific forms of 
evil are often not mentioned or attacked until the time is ripe 
for their removal, and in some cases not directly condemned at 
all. Thus slavery is not directly condemned in the New Testa- 
ment, any more than in the Old. In other words, certain evils can 
be removed most effectually by means of general moral training, 
either alone, or after a time reinforced by specific command. 
The command at first would not accomplish anything, and hence 
was not given. There were given, however, some specific regu- 
lations designed to remove the worst of the evils connected with 
these institutions, and to help in preparing the way for their 
final abolition. 

But, it may be said, is not such a course as this in the Old 
Testament a compromise with sin, and therefore morally unjus- 
tifiable on the part of God, if the Old Testament is a revelation 
from him ? Undoubtedly this would be the case if the Old Tes- 
tament is to be regarded as designed to be a comprehensive and 
complete manual of ethics. But it is not to be so considered if 
the Old Testament is to be regarded primarily, from the ethical 
standpoint, as an aid in the moral training of the Hebrew nation, 
and as marking a stage in the progressive revelation. On the 
latter view, which is regarded by the present writer as the cor- 
rect one, the course followed was evidently the best one, if it 
was the one best adapted to aid in the moral development of the 
nation. 
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It should be noted, however, what is the nature of these prac- 
tices which are thus treated. If there were sufficient reasons for 
regarding this as the best method of treatment in any particular 
case, plainly no objection could on ethical grounds be urged 
against its adoption. In most cases, however, these reasons 
would be difficult to find. And, as a matter of fact, this method 
is followed in comparatively few cases. The consecration of 
unchastity, which was so common in many nations of anti- 
quity, was never tolerated among the Hebrews, but always 
strictly forbidden. We see that as a matter of fact the practices 
thus treated were not the highest ; but, on the other hand, they 
were not the lowest. They were in fact a mixture of good and 
evil. Under certain circumstances they might be the very best 
attainable. Polygamy and easy divorce were a marked advance 
upon open unchastity, which was so common in antiquity; it 
constituted for a time probably the best practicable safeguard 
against it. Slavery among the Hebrews probably presented few 
of the evils of the institution in more recent times, and was 
perhaps the best relation between the rich and the poor that 
was feasible under the circumstances. Blood-revenge was really 
a rude form of the administration of justice, and as such it was 
under some circumstances much better than no justice at all, 
just as lynching is defensible when there is no better form of 
the administration of justice to take its place. 

It is often said, however, that there are cases which go 
beyond any that have been mentioned, where the divine com- 
mand is said to be given for acts that are in themselves sinful. 
The chief examples quoted in this connection are the sacrifice of 
Isaac and the extermination of the Canaanites. 6 In the case of 
the former we should consider both the surrounding circum- 
stances, and God's general plan of revealing himself to men 
according to their circumstances. Considering the circum- 
stances, we note that human sacrifice was common in antiquity, 
and was regarded as the highest form of sacrifice. This was 

6 In reference to both these cases see the excellent article by Henry A. Stim- 
son, " The Ethics of the Old Testament," Biblical World, Vol. XVI, pp. 87-97, in 
which also some general principles are touched upon. 
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natural because the members of a man's family were generally 
regarded as a part of his possessions. Hence the command to 
sacrifice Isaac would have meant to Abraham simply : " Do you 
love God enough to sacrifice to him your dearest possession, as 
your heathen neighbors do ? " This explains, therefore, how it 
could be a test of faith to Abraham. The question may be 
asked, however : Would it be right for God to make use of such 
a horrible act simply in order to test faith, even if it was not 
actually performed ? Probably not. It seems plain, however, 
that the outcome shows that another thing is to be discerned in 
the incident ; it shows God making use of the ideas which Abra- 
ham had in common with the men of his time, in order to raise 
him to a higher stage of ethical development. God taught 
Abraham by this incident that human sacrifices were unaccept- 
able to him. He made use of the means best adapted to the 
circumstances of Abraham in order to teach him this lesson. It 
should be noticed that nowhere does the Old Testament suggest 
a contrary conclusion. The case of Jephthah is the most cer- 
tain example of human sacrifice in Israel, but there is nothing 
to indicate that it was acceptable to God. 

The extermination of the Canaanites was an act ethically jus- 
tifiable and necessary under the circumstances. Would it be 
justifiable now for a nation to do the same thing ? Surely not, 
but the cases are quite different. It is often claimed that not 
God, but the Hebrews themselves, were responsible for it, and 
that it shows their imperfect ethical ideas, although such acts 
were common in war at that time. It is to be noted that the 
Old Testament says explicitly that it was commanded by God, 
as in Josh. 11:14, l S< anc ' gives reasons for it. Obviously, 
therefore, these reasons should be examined to see if they jus- 
tify the act, before it is concluded that the account which attri- 
butes it to the divine command is unhistorical. These reasons 
seem plainly to justify it under the circumstances. In the first 
place, it is represented as a punishment upon the Canaanites for 
their sins, many, atrocious, and long-continued, Gen. 15:16; 
Deut. I2:30f., etc. Of these there can be no doubt or ques- 
tion. And as God dealt with men in Old Testament times, it 



ETHICAL TEACHING OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 20 5 

cannot be called an excessive punishment. It is also repre- 
sented as necessary in order to guard the Hebrews from contami- 
nation by the sins of the Canaanites, Exod. 23 : 32 f., etc. Of 
the greatness of this danger there can be no question, when it 
is remembered how easily the Hebrews were led astray at many 
times into idolatry and wickedness. Such extermination was, 
therefore, absolutely necessary if the Hebrews were to be given 
any opportunity for moral development. Hence these two rea- 
sons show this act as necessary and inevitable under the circum- 
stances, while it would not be justifiable under different circum- 
stances. If God has any right to punish, the act was justifiable. 
The chief conclusions, then, of the present discussion are as 
follows : The ethical system of the Old Testament is in general 
comprehensive, and elevated ; in particular a comparison with 
other ethical systems of antiquity shows its marked superiority 
to them. Although a comparison with the New Testament 
shows points of inferiority, these can be explained as inevitable 
on the ground of a progressive revelation. The toleration of 
certain ancient customs is in harmony with God's usual method 
of working. These conclusions indicate that the ethical system 
of the Old Testament is such as to make it worthy of being a 
part of God's progressive revelation. 



